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True Wisdom - Part 2 

James 4:4-10 
 
 

Our struggle to find true wisdom is just one symptom of a larger problem. We are adulteresses! 
Every time we chase after the possessions and pleasures this world offers us, we betray our faithful 
God. Our seemingly small sins and compromises add up to the greatest sin of all. Discover how to 
resist the allure of this world and walk faithfully with God through humility, submission, and 
repentance. 

 
Turn to James 4 
 
When Julie and I were first married – went through a phase where I loved adding whip cream to my coffee... 

- got no pie! 
- worse: hurt my wife’s feelings 
- felt betrayed: what could I be trusted with!? 
- a spoonful of whip cream a morning added up to a heaping plate of regret, guilt 
- remember clearly the painful moment when I realized the seriousness of my sin 

 
This morning’s passage is meant to be a similar moment 
James cracks the lid to show us the seriousness of our seemingly excusable sin 
 
Let’s set it up by reviewing where we left off last week 

- This is part 2 of James’ discussion of True Wisdom 
- Defined wisdom – made up of 3 related things... 

o Discernment – capacity to see what’s best 
o Skill – ability to master each area of your life by applying what you’ve discerned 
o A pattern of success – consistent use of discernment and skill to succeed in the business of living 

- But there’s a problem: two competing types of wisdom  
o both claim to offer discernment, skill, and a pattern that leads to success 

- How do you tell the difference? 
o Counterfeit wisdom 

� motivated by jealousy, selfish ambition, lust for the pleasures of this world 
� foster: deception, conflict, and evil 

o True wisdom 
� pure, peace-loving, faithful, full of good deeds 
� fosters peace and righteousness 

 
Looking at the results of each, it goes without saying, all of us want true wisdom.  
So how do we get it? How do we reject the counterfeit and embrace true wisdom?  
 
That question leads James to something bigger.  

- Struggle to embrace true wisdom just one symptom of bigger problem 
- ...a problem that James has been building up to throughout whole book 
- finally, time to draw everything together 

o reveal our fundamental problem & God’s grand solution 
- Climax of the whole book! 

Our Fundamental Problem – read whole passage – READ 4:4-10 



 
- Not a happy passage, is it?! James sounds angry! 
- Uses harsh language: “adulteresses”, “enemies of God”, “double-minded” “sinners” 
- Our first response: push back! That’s not us!! 

o can’t apply to good church-going people like us, right?! 
o never committed adultery; never worshipped other gods 
o can’t apply to me, can it?! 

� 8th grade – one and only time I got called to principal’s office 
• science class – bored – disruptive, wise-cracks – sent to principal 
• “Me?! straight A student; honor roll; you can’t be talking to me!” 

- YES, she was – Just like James is talking to us! 
- Let me prove it to you... 

 
“Adulteresses” 

- Word is feminine – “adulteresses” not adulterers 
- Clue that he’s not speaking about literal adultery 
- Simply doing the same thing the Old Testament frequently does: equating idolatry with adultery 

o OT theme – God is faithful husband; His people are less-than faithful wife 
o Jer 3:20 rebuking the idolatry of the Jewish people  
o Ezek 16:32 to the idolatrous residents of Jerusalem 

- Equates idolatry with adultery because both demand exclusivity 
o My marriage with Julie is exclusive by definition.  

� “Yes” to Julie necessarily meant “no” to all other women. 
� If I break that vow – marriage broken – Julie can rightly divorce me 
� because marriage demands exclusivity 

o ...just like God does 
� God will suffer no rival 
� You can have God or you can have all other gods – can’t have both. 

- That’s why the first 2 commandments read... Exod 20:3-5a 
o Notice that word from last week, “jealous” 

� Can be good or bad 
• when used of our craving for other people’s stuff: bad 
• when used of God’s intense desire for our faithfulness: good 

� I think that’s what James is speaking about in v5 
• really hard to even translate 
• The Greek word “jealous” – different word than ch3 or Exod 20 
• I’m not going to get into all the interpretive details... 
• I’ll just say, I think the NASB gets the right idea 

o God jealously desires the spirit He put in us 
� maybe Holy Spirit; maybe human spirit 

• Point: He jealously desires us! 
• When we go after other gods – it enrages Him! Feels betrayed 

o That’s why the Bible consistently equates idolatry with spiritual adultery 
- Okay, so when believers worship other gods, that’s adultery in God’s eyes. Got it.  
- But most of us have never done that, right? 

o Assume you don’t have a shrine in your room decked out to some pagan god! 
o Neither did James’ audience 

� 1st Century Jews had gotten over idolatry – exile cured them of that 
- So, why would James charge them with adultery? 
- The rest of v4 tells us... re-read v4a 
- Because friendship with the world IS idolatry and, therefore, IS adultery  



o “Friend” – meant more in 1st Century than it does today 
� today: talk of friendship very casually – hundreds of FB “friends”  
� 1st Cent: “friend” – someone with whom you shared all things 

• shared possessions; thought in similar ways; did life together 
- He accuses his audience of becoming “friends” with the world.  
- Remember, writing to believers...  

o they believed in God and loved God... 
o but they also loved the world. 

� lived for the pleasures and possessions of this world 
� shared in the world’s way of thinking – values, cares, priorities 

o So they love God AND they love the world. 
o James has a word for that... v8 “double-minded” 

� THE FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEM James addresses in this letter 
� clinging to God with one hand and the world with the other 
� what I do so often  

• love God... but I also love the world – want to be loved by it 
• want the pleasures, comforts, fame, possessions the world offers 

- I want BOTH God & the world... BUT I can’t have both – Read v4b 
o Our relationship with God demands exclusivity 
o God will suffer no rival – not an idol, not the world at large. 
o Same thing Jesus taught... Mt 6:24 
o Either God is your master or money, the god of this world, is your master 
o Can’t love both! 

- We do not worship idols of wood and stone...  
- We worship idols of... 

o money, investments, houses, cars, cloths 
o popularity, fame, power 
o leisure and luxury; sex and pleasure. 

- Summary: Whenever we...  
� embrace the world’s values 
� live for the world’s pleasures and possessions 

o ...we make ourselves friends with this world 
o ...which makes us idolaters  
o ...which makes us adulteresses against God. 

- Our flirtation with this world is no small sin – greatest sin of all 
o James is pulling back the lid on our sin – just like Julie did with that whip cream  

- We are double-minded adulteresses.  
 
That’s the fundamental problem the book of James addresses 

- We are divided, adulterous people – and God is not pleased with that! 
- Fortunately, He provides a grand solution to our problem... 

God’s Grand Solution 
- Key to that solution = v6a... re-read 

o “greater grace” – greater than our sin; than temptation, than allure of this world 
o = strength to be faithful to God 
o common theme: God gives us the strength to do what He requires 

� Never commands us to do something for which He does not provide the strength to do 
it. 

� I remember playing team sports as a young kid 
• always the smallest, least coordinated kid  
• Coach: “Run faster, hit harder, catch that ball!” 



• Me: “Who do you think I am?! Do you not see how little I am?!”  
o “can barely swing the bat much less hit a moving ball!” 

• Very discouraging – told what to do but not given ability 
� God never puts us in that situation.  

• Always offers us the strength to do what He commands 
- BUT, there is a catch... re-read v6b 
- His strength is only available to us IF we humble ourselves 

o “humble” tepeinow  
� to lower or abase oneself  
� to recognize your weakness and lower yourself accordingly 
� Here = humility before God 

• put yourself in an appropriately low position before God 
• recognize how small, sinful, and needy you are compared to Him 

o That’s the attitude that God blesses with grace – Isaiah 66:1-2 
o Humility before God is the big idea of all of v6-10 

� Humility “bookends” the passage – v6 & v10 
� re-read v10 

• “exalt” = “lift up” – raise to a position of greater honor 
o On the other hand, if we don’t humble ourselves – if we walk in pride  

� in self-sufficiency – self-confidence – “Hey God, I’ve got this”  
� God lets us go it alone – in our own strength 
� and we fail, every time! 

o Only way to be faithful: walk in His gracious strength 
o But only way to get that strength: humble ourselves 

 
SO, practically speaking, how do we humble ourselves? 

- Answered by the 10 commands in v7-9 
- Lots of repetition of ideas for emphasis 

 
Describe 2 overarching actions that are required to humble ourselves 
 
1) Submit – read v7a 

- define: hupatassw – “to put oneself in a submissive relationship to another.”  
o Used of Jesus, wives, servants, all to governing authorities 

- Includes obedience, but is actually bigger than just obedience  
o You can obey without submitting 

� under compulsion or threat of punishment, you grudgingly obey 
• Little kids do that all the time!  

o “Put away your toys”... “or time out” 
o grudgingly, half-heartedly obey 

� Technically speaking, that’s obedience... But NOT submission 
- Submission: attitude of respect towards authority that leads to willing obedience 

o Think about how Jesus submitted to the Father...  
� “Not my will but yours be done” 
� No grumbling, no complaining 
� Didn’t say, “Fine, I’ll go to the cross, but I’ll never let you forget this!”  
� Willingly, humbly, respectfully bowed to the Father’s authority. 

o That’s what it means to submit to God. 
- To submit ourselves to God, requires us to stop submitting to God’s rival... 
- read v7b - resist Satan 

o What’s the opposite of resisting? Surrender 



o So many believers have surrendered to Satan in some area of life 
� habitual sin: pornography; an eating disorder; alcoholism 
� deeply rooted sin: unwillingness to forgive; deep-seated anger; bitterness 

o Can’t imagine getting over it... 
o So you give up – surrender – accept defeat 

� walk with God in every other area 
� but willing to put up with a little sin in this area  

o Result: rather than flee, Satan gets a foothold in your life 
� Submit one area of your life to Satan, and he’ll take it all 
� Can’t send you to hell, but can make hell of this life for you 

o Surrender is NEVER an option – gives Satan lordship of our lives 
� “Resist Satan” doesn’t mean sinless perfection 
� It means never giving up the fight – battle sin on all fronts with prayer, the Word, 

accountability, wisdom, every tool at your disposal 
- Humbling ourselves requires us to submit our whole lives to God 

o respect His authority over us and, therefore, commit to obey Him in all areas 
 
Second step – v8-9 

- “second” – I just mean James presents it 2nd 
- these 2 steps aren’t chronological – you do them together - simultaneous 

 
2) Repent – Read v8-9 

- Word not used in this passage 
- BUT, all of these commands are biblical synonyms for repenting 
- Define “repent” 

o basic meaning = to turn 
o theologically = to turn away from sin and towards God in order to avoid God’s punishment or 

discipline 
o very common word in the Old Testament – 12th most common verb! 

� Common because we need it a lot – every time we walk in sin 
o Applies to any person who has sinned, both believers and unbelievers. 
o But in the context of James, it’s directed to believers. 

- What exactly does repentance include – look like?  
o That’s what James describes using all of the commands in v8-9. 

- Repentance begins with a return to God – “Draw near to God...” 
o Assumes you’ve been far from Him – walking in sin 
o Repentance begins by coming back home – return to God 
o Illustration: Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son 

� leaves his father to live a life of worldly pleasure 
� things go bad – comes to his senses, decides to go home to be slave 
� father welcomes him back in love & grace 

o That’s what God longs to do when we sin – welcome us back in love & grace 
o BUT, we must come home 

� come back to God in prayer, confession, Word, and worship 
� and He’ll draw near to us 

- Repentance requires action: we must stop sinning 
o “Cleanse hands” – stop doing sinful deeds 
o “Purify hearts” – stop giving in to sinful thoughts and motives 

- Repentance involves emotion: we must appropriately grieve over our sin 
o “Be miserable, mourn, weep” 
o NOT talking about how we should live our whole lives 



� God doesn’t want us to be depressed & gloomy people! 
o End of v9 – walking in sin, but don’t care! Laughing, full of godless joy & frivolity 
o NEED moment of intense grief over their sin 

� Need to come to senses and recognize seriousness of sin 
� We call this confession – agree with God about seriousness of our sin 

o Clarify:  
� The person gets caught in sin & feels grief, not over sin, but over getting caught... 
� NOT repentance! 
� True repentance mourns the sin itself  

• regrets sinning, not just being caught 
� The person who gets caught in their sin and feels grief, not over their sin per se, but 

over the fact that they got caught – that is NOT repentance! They still don’t see their sin 
like God does. They’re not grieving over their sin like God does, they’re grieving over the 
consequences of sin that God designed into the universe.  

� True repentance grieves and mourns over the sin itself. True repentance feels regret 
about sinning, not just about being caught.  

 
SUMMARY: 
How do we avail ourselves of the gracious strength of God that enables us to be faithful? 
 
We humble ourselves by submitting and repenting... 

- Submit – willingly surrender all of your life to God and commit to obey Him in all areas. 
- Repent of our sin – grieve over your sins, and then turn from sin and to God. 

 
Now as the men prepare COMMUNION... 
 
Make sure we’re perfectly clear...  
Let’s not confuse submission and repentance with the gospel. 

- James is writing to believers 
o Already have an eternal relationship with God through faith in Jesus 

- You can tell that the passage is for believers by first word... “adulteresses” 
o What does adultery presuppose? Marriage. 
o Presupposes we have already been united to God as His people / His bride 
o V4 is only possible for believers 

� unbelievers belong to the world – cannot commit adultery against God 
 
But for us, for those who’ve trusted in Jesus, when we flirt with the world... 
– value what it values, love what it loves, prioritize the pleasures and possessions it offers 
– we make ourselves idolaters and thus adulteresses. 

 
And if we’re honest, we do that all the time.  

- I’ll be honest – I’m not a one-time adulteress – I’m a serial adulteress!  
- So hard to live in the world but not love the world! 

 
But there is hope – God gives grace to walk faithfully... 
...if we’ll humble ourselves before Him 
 
And that’s what I want us to do now, as we celebrate communion... 

- time to celebrate the death of Christ for our sins 
- but also a time to grieve over our sins that sent Him there 
- Ask yourself... where have you been flirting with the world? 



o worldly ways of thinking, speaking, or acting 
� know they’re not right 
� but it’s what everybody does, so you do to 

o love for the world’s pleasures and possessions 
� not immoral ones – good ones! 
� but you’re living for those things – occupy your thoughts; desires 
� want house, car, vacation, wardrobe, tech... more than you want God 

o sins that the world excuses 
� feel small – no big deal – so you’ve allowed them to persist 

o bigger sins that you just can’t overcome – so you’ve surrendered the fight 
- It’s time to go before the Lord and own up to our sin 

o Agree with God that it’s serious 
o Confess that when we live for this world, we are committing adultery! 
o Take this time to identify sin... and grieve over it 
o Confess your sin 
o Submit your life to God & commit to obey in EVERY area 

- If you’ll do that, then this passage is a promise... 
o If you humble yourself... 
o He will strengthen and exalt you! 

 


